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ABSTRACT

WiththeincreasingpopularityofonlinevideocontentlikeYouTubecarries,multichannelnetwork
(MCN)businesseshaveappeared.MCNsareorganizations thatpartnerwith individualcreators.
Theysupportproduction,promotion,copyrightmanagement,monetization,andshareaportionof
therevenue.TheactivationoftheMCNindustryisindispensableforthegrowthofarichcontent
environment.DespitethediversestakeholderrelationshipsthatcharacterizetheMCNindustry(e.g.,the
MCN,creator,brand,advertisingagency,platform,andusers)mostpreviousstudiesfocusedonlyon
theperspectivesofthecreatorsandMCNparticipants.Thisstudyaimstoidentifyeachstakeholder’s
viewpoint.Usinganinterview-basedsystemsapproach,weinterviewed40stakeholdersintheMCN
industry.AfterusingaCausalLoopDiagram(CLD)toanalyzethekeyfactorsandinteractionsamong
thediversestakeholders,wesuggestactivationpropositions.Thisstudyofferstheoreticalandpractical
implicationsthroughcomprehensiveunderstandingofsixdifferentperspectiveswithinthisindustry.
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INTRodUCTIoN

With the increasing popularity of watching videos on smart devices, personal broadcasting by
individualcreatorshasbecomepartofthemajormedia.Personalmediarefertocontentproduced
andperformedbyindividualcontentcreatorsthroughtheInternetvideoplatform.AccordingtoDefy
Media’s2014surveyzza(DefyMedia,2015),viewersaged13to24intheUnitesStateswatched
socialmedialikeYouTubeanaverageof11.3hoursaday,whileregularbroadcastsforonly8.3hours
aday.Thesefiguresshowthattheinfluenceofthesepersonalcreatorsalreadyexceedsthatofstars
ofpopcultureandmovies.AccordingtoVariety(2014),eightofthetop10mostinfluentialstarsin
theUnitedStatesin2015werefromYouTube.YouTubestarPewDiePiegained47millionsglobally
in2015whileearningUS$12millioninrevenuefromYouTube(Variety,2015).

TheChinesearealsohugefansofcreatorcontent,withtheMCNWangHongahighlypopular
purveyorofsuchcontent.WangHong(网红)isanabbreviationofWangHongHongrun(网络红
人),whichisacombinationof“Internet”(网络)and“popularperson”(红人).PopularWangHongs
arehighlysuccessfulfinanciallybysellinggoodsthroughtheirmedia.ZhangDayi,oneofChina’s
best-knownWangHong,reportedlyearnsUS$46millionayear.ItismuchhigherthantopChinese
actress,FanBingbin,whoearnsaboutUS$21millionayear(BBC,2016).TheWangHongeconomy
hasavalueofmorethanUS$16billionintheapparelmarket,whichisonesixthofthetotalonline
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apparelmarket(KOTRA,2016).TheChinesedataanalysiscompanyAnalysis(易观智库)predicts
thattheWangHongindustrywillgrowtoUS$15.1billionby2018,upfromUS$3.7billionin2015.

Astheinfluenceofcreatorsgrows,MultiChannelNetwork(MCN),anindustrythatmanages
and commercializes creators, has emerged. The MCN industry is spreading worldwide with the
popularityofcreatorcontent.Googleestimatesthatby2020creatormediawillaccountformorethan
70%ofYouTubecontent(KyunghyangNews,2018).MCNbusinessessupportproduction,promotion,
copyright management, and monetization and share a portion of the revenue. Among the MCN
businessesallovertheworld,thecaseofKoreaisnoteworthy.Korea’sgrowingMCNindustryisled
byfirms.SimilarimplicationsarepresentinothercountrieswheretheMCNindustryisbeginning.
Korea’sMCNhasimplicationsforothercountriesbecauseitisstabilizingitsrevenuemodelwith
contentsuchasK-popandK-beautythatiscompetitiveglobally.

ExistingresearchrelatedtotheMCNindustryremainsatthelevelofanalyzingtheindustry’s
currentstatuswithoutdealingwithitsmainissue.Manystudiesdescribethecurrentstatusofthe
industryinthenewscreenecology(Kang,2015;Cunningham&Silver,2016;Kim,2016).Some
haveexaminedthebusinessmodeloftheindustry(Gardner,2015;Song,2016;Koh&Youn,2016),
butmostoftheseusedaliteraturereviewmethodandlimitedinterviews.Somerecentstudieshave
examinedtherelationshipsofstakeholdersinMCNindustry.GardnerandLehnert(2016)focusedon
therelationshipbetweenMCNcompaniesandcreators.Yim(2016)researchedthedifferencebetween
legacymediaandMCNcompanies.LeeandSong(2016)studiedusers’acceptanceofcreatorcontent.

ActivationoftheMCNindustryisessentialforactivationofanewmediaecology.Thebiggest
problem of the industry recently has been the lack of monetization despite its increased scale.
Nevertheless,mostofthepreviousstudiesdonotdealwiththemajorissues,butonlytheoverall
statusoftheindustry.AndalthoughtheMCNisanindustryofdiversestakeholderrelationships(i.e.,
MCNparticipants,MCNcreators,brandmanagers,advertisingagencyaccountexecutives,platform
participants,andusers),mostpreviousstudieshavefocusedonthecreatorsandMCNparticipants
(Koh&Yoon,2016;Lee&Song,2016).Theviewsofnumerousotherstakeholdershavenotbeen
considered.

Ourresearchismotivatedbythisgapintheresearchandalsobythepracticalproblemsfacedby
MCNserviceprovidersinleveragingmonetizationoftheindustry.Thus,thisstudyaimstoexplore
issuesintheMCNbusinessesandsuggestpropositionsforitssuccessinKorea.Activationstrategies
inKoreahave implications forothercountries that are introducingMCNs.For thispurpose,we
examinetheviewpointsofparticipatingstakeholders.Usinganinterview-basedexploratoryapproach,
weinterview40stakeholdersinsixmajorcategoriesofstakeholders.The40intervieweesconsistof
24expertsand16users.TheMCNparticipantsespeciallyarecarefullyselectedfromsixdifferent
representativeMCNcompanies.Basedon thedatacollected through the interviews,weanalyze
theinteractionsamongthediversestakeholdersbyusingacausalloopdiagram(CLD)andsuggest
propositionsforeachissue.Thesepropositionsarevalidatedbyexpertfocusgroupdiscussions(FGD).
Afteronevalidation,theissuesandpropositionsarerevalidatedayearlater.Thisstudyofferstheoretical
andpracticalimplicationsthroughcomprehensiveunderstandingofsixdifferentperspectives.

CoNCEPTUAL BACKGRoUNd

MCN Concept and Industry Status
The MCN concept was first defined by Google. “Multi-Channel Networks (MCNs) are entities
thataffiliatewithmultipleYouTubechannels,often toofferassistance inareassuchasproduct,
programming, funding, cross-promotion, partner management, digital rights management,
monetization/sales,and/oraudiencedevelopment(YouTube,2018).”Previousstudiesalsodefined
the MCN concept similarly. “An MCN is any entity or organization that partners with content
creatorsordirectlyproduces avarietyofdistinctive content andworks toperformbusiness and
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marketingfunctionsviatheplatformwherebysaidcontentisreleased.(GardnerandLehnert,2016,
p.294).”“AnMCNisaGoogle/YouTube-approvedintermediaryaggregating,affiliatedwith,and/or
managingYouTubechannelsby‘offeringtheirassistanceindiverseareas,rangingfromproduction
tomonetization,inexchangeforapercentageoftheadrevenue”(Cunninghametal.,2016,p.1).

ThestructureoftheecosystemofMCNisoutlinedinFigure1.Thesixmainstakeholdersinthe
MCNindustryareasfollows.

1. MCN participants: They work at MCN companies and perform activities such as creator
management,contentproductionsupport,andbusinessaccountmanagement.

2. MCN creators: Creators who create content, operate their channels, and belong to MCN
companies.

3. Brand managers:Theyarethemarketingcommunicationsofficersofthebrand.Theirgoal
is to execute efficient and effective marketing communication campaigns by using various
communicationchannels.

4. Advertising agencies:Theypropose,organize,andcoordinatethecreationandoperationof
marketingcommunicationcampaignsbylinkingMCNsandbrands.

5. Platform participants:Theyworkforplatforms,suchasYouTubeandtraditionalmedia,through
whichMCNcontentiscirculated.

6. Users:PlatformuserswhofrequentlywatchMCNcreators’content.

TheMCNindustrybegantoemergeinthelate2000’sanditsexpansionbyglobalcompanies
since2010hasresulted inestimatesof its total revenueatUS$10billionglobally. In theUnited
States,theindustrybecameprominentin2013whenDreamWorksAnimationacquiredAwesomeness

Figure 1. MCN business stakeholders and business models
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TVforUS$33millionandagainthenextyearwhenDisneyacquiredMakerStudiosforUS$500
million(Forbes,2014).AsshowninTable1ChinahasthesecondlargestMCNindustry.According
toanalysts(易观智库)(2016),theChineseWangHongindustrywillreachUS$16billionin2018,
withanexpected2015~2018averageannualgrowthrateof59.4%.Themainrevenuesourcefor
theChineseMCNindustryiscommerce.WangHonghasavalueofmorethanUS$1billioninthe
apparelsector,whichisonesixthofthetotalonlineapparelmarket(KOTRA,2016).WangHong
management-focusedMCNbusinessesappearedin2016.TheyattractedUS$7.5milliontoUS$15
millionininvestment.

InKorea,thesizeofthedomesticmarketisUS$18~28billion.CJE&MstartedthefirstMCN
business,anditoperatesover650channelsunderthenameofDIATV.AsforindependentMCN
companies, Treasure Hunter has attracted investment of US$ 15 billion, MakeUs has attracted
investmentofUS$19billion,Kongdoo-CompanyhasgainedUS$1.9million,andSandboxNetwork
hasattractedUS$1.9million(Kang,2015).Furthermore,domesticbroadcasterssuchasKBSand
entertainmentmanagementcompanieslikeSMEntertainmentarealsoenteringtheMCNbusiness.

MCN Business in Korea
TheuniqueaspectofMCNbusinessinKoreaisthatenterprisesareleadingtheindustry.TheKorean
MCNbusinessdiffersfromMCNsintheUnitedStatesandChina.Korea’sMCNsarecharacterized
byfirm-ledgrowth(KohandYoun,2016),unlikethespontaneousgrowthofU.S.MCNs.Korea’sis
notaself-sustainingformulationinwhichthenumberofcreatorsgrowsandthenumberofviewers
increasesaccordingly.MCNsinChinaareverypopularbecauseofthepopularityofWangHong.
ItsinfluenceiswidespreadbecauseitisbasedonthehugepopulationofChina.AfamousWang
HongcalledPapiZhangdrew20millionpeople,andthebroadcastwasstoppedbecauseofatraffic
overload(KoreaCreativeContentAgency,2016).However,unlikemostcountries,Chinablocks
Google,YouTube,Facebook,etc.,andallowsonlyChineseservices.AnotherdifferenceinChina
isthatitsMCNindustryiscenteredoneightmajorplatforms(Yizhibo(一直播),Meipai(美拍),
Huajiao(花椒),Douyu(斗鱼),Youku(优酷),Baidu,PandaTV(熊猫TV),Toutiao(今日头条)).

AnunderstandingofKorea’sMCNindustryisimportantfortworeasons.First,unlikeinthe
UnitedStatesandChina,ithasimplicationsforcountrieswithnewlyintroducedMCNindustries.
InmostcountriesexcepttheUnitedStates,thereisastrongpossibilitythatMCNwilltaketheform

Table 1. Major global and Korean MCN companies
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ofanindustry-ledbusinessratherthanaself-sufficientMCNindustry.Chinamaynotbeagood
modelforothercountriesbecausefewofthemprohibittheuseofglobalservices,suchasGoogle,
YouTube,andFacebook.Amongthealternatives,thebestinsightsforothercountriesmaycome
fromanunderstandingofKorea’sMCNindustry.

Second, the Korean MCN content is competitive globally, with content such as K-pop and
K-Beauty.BenchmarkingKorea’sMCNindustryanditscontentcompetitivenesswillhaveconsiderable
influenceonfledglingMCNundertakingsinnewcountries.Infact,Korea’slargeMCNfirmsare
attractingoverseasinvestorsbecauseoftheiradvancesintheSoutheastAsianandChinesemarkets
(Platum,2017).

Business Model of MCN Industry
TheMCNindustryisrapidlygrowingintermsofnumberofviewersandamountofcontent,butthe
ongoingrevenuemodelisnotwell-established.Whennewtechnologiesormediadevelop,itisan
earlyissuetofindrevenuemodelsusingthetechnologyormedia(Kimetal.,2015).Accordingto
previousresearchandmediaarticles,theMCNindustryhasfivemajorrevenuemodels(SeeFigure1).

Thefirstoftheseisadvertisingfeedistribution.Mostvideoplatformsmakemoneybyshowing
videoadseitherbeforeorafterthevideocontentinsteadoflettingusersseethecontentadfree.The
videoplatformssharethisadvertisingrevenuewiththecreatorsinproportiontothenumberofviews.
Thesecondmodelusesvirtualgiftsofmoney.Viewerscangivevirtualgiftsduringlivestreaming
broadcasts.Thesevirtualmoneygiftsareexchangeable forcash(e.g.“SuperChat”onYouTube
and“StarBalloons”onAfreecaTV).Third,someMCNspursueacommercemodelintheformof
influencermarketing.Thisapproachcapitalizesonthecelebritystatusattainedbypopularcreators
andthedesireoftheirfanstoemulatethem.Thesocialrecommendationsofthesecreatorsreduce
customers’uncertaintyandhelptheirdecisionmaking(Luetal.,2017).Thefourthrevenuemodel
usesintellectualproperty(IP)rights.AmongKoreanMCNbusinesses,SandboxNetworksusesthe
IPmodelmostactively.ComicbooksmadewithDottycharactersbecamebestsellersandDotty
animationsrecordedthehighestratingsamongtheanimationchannels.Hischaracterisalsoused
inavarietyofproductsboughtbymanytargetedviewers(e.g.,snacks,blocks,anddolls).Lastly,
themostimportant,butstillunstable,modelforactivatingtheMCNindustryisbrandedcontent
production.Brandedcontentisakindofmarketingtechniquethatattractsconsumers’attentionby
combiningadvertisingmessageswithcontent(Shinetal.,2014).Accordingtopreviousstudieson
theMCNindustry,themostimportantandmajormonetizationmodelisbrandedcontent(Gardner,
2015;Song,2016;Koh&Youn,2016).

Previous Research on MCN
MostofthestudiestryingtoexaminethecurrentstatusoftheMCNindustryrelyonaliteraturereview.
SomestudieshaveexaminedthecurrentstatusoftheMCNindustry(Kang,2015;Cunningham&
Silver,2016;Kim,2016)fromtheviewpointofanewmediaecology.Kim(2016)decidedthatthe
biggesttaskwasbecomingprofitableandpresentedasolutionbasedoncontent,platform,network,
anddevise(CPND).Somestudiesalsoexaminedtheindustry’sbusinessmodel(Gardner,2015;Song,
2016;Koh&Youn,2016).Themainbusinessmodelcanbesummarizedasadvertising,donations,
andmerchandising(Gardner&Lehnert,2016).Butmostofthesestudiesusedaliteraturereview
methodandonlylimitedinterviews.Asaconsequenceofthisapproach,onlyalimitedefforthasbeen
madetocomprehensivelyreflecttheviewsofallstakeholdersrelatedtotheindustry’sbusinessmodel.

SomerecentstudiesexaminedtherelationshipsofstakeholdersintheMCNindustry.Gardnerand
Lehnert(2016)focusedontherelationshipbetweenMCNbusinessesandcontentcreators.Although
therelationshipbetweenMCNbusinessesandcreatorsinvolvesanunderstandingoftheindustry,
howitderivesitsbusinessmodel,andtheissuesconfrontingit,suchanarrowfocusdoesnottake
intoaccounttheviewsofotherstakeholders,thusimposinglimitationsonhowtosolvepractical
challenges.Yim(2016)researchedtherelationshipbetweenlegacymediaandMCN.However,the
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authorfocusedonthecountermeasurestakenbythelegacymediaratherthanontheactivationof
theMCNindustry.LeeandSong(2016)merelyfocusedonusersintheirstudyofusers’acceptance
ofcreatorcontent.

Inlightofthelackofconsiderationgiventotheviewpointsofotherstakeholders,thisstudy
aimstoexploreissuessofarignoredinMCNbusinessesandadvancepropositionsfortheirsuccess
inKorea.Forthispurpose,thisstudyaimstoexploreissuesintheMCNbusinessesandadvance
propositionsfortheirsuccessinKorea.Forthispurpose,weexaminedparticipatingstakeholder’s
viewpointsintheMCNindustry.

METHodoLoGy

Weconductedaninterviewbasedanexploratorystudytoidentifythekeyfactorsinactivatingthe
MCNindustryandsuggestanactivationplan.Afterinterviewingthevariousstakeholders,weused
CLDtoillustratethecausalandinfluentialrelationshipsamongthefactors.Thequalitativemodel,
causaldiagram,isusedtoanalyzetheinteractionsofvariousphenomenaandtopredicttheirinfluence
relationshipsbyuseofapproachingsystemsthinking(Yuetal.,2013;Sterman,2001).

Interview-based Qualitative Study
Weinterviewedpersonsinsixmajorstakeholdercategories.Our40intervieweesconsistedof24
expertsand16users.Inqualitativeresearch,relevancesamplingisthemostimportantelement.We
conductedourinterviewsoftherelevantsampleaccordingtoclearcriteria.“Itistheirrelevanceto
theresearchtopicratherthantheirrepresentativenesswhichdeterminesthewayinwhichthepeople
tobestudiedareselected”(,1998,p.41).Representativenessisimportant,butrelevanceiseven
moreso(Neuman,2013).

Withregardtotheexpertinterviewees,weusedquotasamplingtoensuretherepresentativeness
of the interview samples. SixMCN participants were carefully selected from the representative
MCNcompaniesandboretitlesofteamleaderorabove.Thus,wecouldgetabalancedgraspofthe
statusoftheMCNindustry.Inthecreatorsampling,weselectedtherepresentativegenresofMCN
contentfirst,andafterthat,chosesevencreatorsonebyoneineachgenresothatwecouldgrasp
issuesspecifictoeachgenrecharacteristic.Inbrandmanagerintervieweesampling,weselectedthree
domesticandglobalbrandparticipantswhohadcollaboratedwithMCNcreators.Atthesametime,
fourrepresentativesfrommajoradvertisingagencieswereinvitedtoparticipateintheinterviewsso
thatwecouldheartheiropinionsontheMCNindustry.Inaddition,twoplatformparticipantsclosely
relatedtoMCNandtraditionalcontentindustryparticipantswerealsointerviewedtoidentifyissues
relatedtotheMCNindustrythroughoutthecontentindustry.Inthecaseofinterviewsforgeneral
users,theirreasonsforwatchingMCNcreators’contentwereidentifiedandreinforcingandbalancing
factorstoactivatetheMCNindustrywerederived.

The purpose and content of the interviews differed according to the characteristics of the
interviewees.Beforetheinterviews,wesentaninterviewrequestbytelephoneore-mailandsent
questionnairestothosepersonswillingtobeinterviewed,sothattheinterviewcouldbeconducted
legitimately(Shaw&Wainwright,2007).Withthepermissionoftheinterviewee,eachinterview
wasdigitallyrecorded(Jangetal.,2015).Interviewsweretypicallyconductedface-to-facefor40
minutesto90minutes.Inthosecaseinwhichface-to-faceinterviewswerenotpossible,telephone
interviewswereconductedandalsorecorded.

Causal Loop diagram (CLd)
CLDconstructsafeedbackloopusingvariables,arrows,andplusandminussigns(Leeetal.,2012).
Thearrowsindicatecausalrelationshipsbetweenvariables.Thestartingpointofthearrowisthe
causalvariable,andtheendingpointistheaffectedvariable.Theplusandminussignsdescribethe
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causaldirection:Theplussignindicatesthattwofactorschangeinthesamedirection,andtheminus
signmeansthesignchangesintheotherdirection(Sterman,2001).

Whenmultiplecausalconnectionsformaclosedloop,thisiscalledafeedbackloop(Akkermans,
2002).Afeedbackloopcanbeeitherpositiveornegative(Sutato,2008).Apositiveloopiscalleda
reinforcingloopbecauseithascharacteristicsthatenhancethechangethatoccurs;anegativeloop
hasacharacteristicthatactsinthedirectionofbalancingthesystemandiscalledabalancingloop
(Yuetal.,2013).Thiscausaldiagramisusedasaqualitativemodeltoanalyze,andpredicttheeffects
of,theinteractionsofvariousphenomenathroughsystemanalysisandqualitativesimulation.

RESULTS

ThefactorsinfluencingtheactivationofMCNindustryareclassifiedintothosethatreinforceand
thosethatbalance.Weextractedthebalancingandreinforcingfactorsfromaninterview-basedcase
study(Leeetal.,2014).Theresultsarecomposedofloopsderivedfromtheperspectiveofeach
stakeholder.Basedontheresultswefoundissuesandsuggestedalternatives.

We analyzed the interview logs to derive the keywords, calculate their frequency, and then
reflected theminour results (seeTable2).First,weanalyzed the interview logandconstructed
variablesoftheCLDsbasedonthekeywordseachstakeholderusedmostfrequently.Thesemost
frequentlyusedwordswereconsidered to reflect theirkey interests.Thekey interestsexpressed
mostfrequentlyarehighlightedintheboxesinfigures2~5.MCNparticipantsaremostinterested
in“MCNrevenue”and“totalnumberofviews.”Abrand’sismostinterestedin“achievingbrand’s
marketinggoal.”Acreator’smajor interest is“totalnumberofviews.”Andaplatform&user’s
paramountinterestis“varietyofgoodqualitycontent.”

Second,themostimportantvariablescanbeidentifiedoverall.Themostcommonlymentioned
variableswere“totalnumberofviews”and“popularityofcreators.”Thesearethemostcommon
variablesinallstakeholdergroupsintheMCNindustry.Thepopularityofcreatorsandthetotal
numberofviewsarefundamentaltoallstakeholders.

Third,wecanidentifyspecificvariablesimportanttoeachstakeholder.MCNparticipantstalk
alotabout“MCN’srevenue”andfocuson“MCN’sprofitability.”Brandassociatesareconcerned
abouta“creator’stargetinfluence”anda“creator’smarketinginfluence”whileatthesametime
considering“achievingbrand’smarketinggoal”asthemostimportantissue.Inthecaseofcreators,the
“totalnumberofviews”and“profitability”areimportant,but“contentautonomy”isalsoimportant.
Platform&usersaremostconcernedwith“userentryintotheplatform”through“varietyofgood
qualitycontent”butalsoareworriedabout“increasingsuggestivecontent.”

Fourth,weconductedinterviewloganalysistoanalyzehowofteneachstakeholderuseddifferent
wordsforthesameconcept.Forexample,14.6%ofbrandandadagencystakeholdersusedthewords
“creatorcontrol”whenitcomestocoordinatingcreatorsandadvertisersincreatingbrandedcontent,
butcreatorsandMCNrepresentativesonlyusedthesameexpression4%and4.4%,respectively.
Instead, 8.8% and 9.8% of creators and MCN representatives mentioned “content autonomy” in
branded content production. In the collaborative process of making branded content, frequency
analysisshowedthateachstakeholder’sinterestdiffersaccordingtotheirposition.Inaddition,the
frequencyoftheuseofeachvariableletusgrasphowimportanteachstakeholderconsideredthe
keywords.Althoughbrandsfocusondeliveringthedesiredmessagebycontrollingthecreatorsto
achievetheirbrand’smarketinggoals,thecreatorsareverysensitivetoinfringementontheircontent
autonomyandcharacteristics.

MCN Participant’s Perspective
TheCLDfromanMCNparticipant’sperspectiveisshowninFigure2.First,thereinforcingloop
generatedbythemanagementoftheMCNis[R2]and[R4].[R2]isareinforcingloopthatbooststhe
creator’sabilitytocreatecontentandincreasesthetotalnumberofviews,whichincreasestherevenue
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oftheMCNaswellasthecreator’sbecauseofincreasedplatformadvertisingcommissions.[R4]is
areinforcingloopofrevenuediversification.WithMCN’ssupportofdiversifyingchannels,creators
canverifytheircontentchannels(e.g.,diverseonlinevideoplatformsandevenCATVprograms)
thatleadtomoreadvertisingfeesandmoreprofit.

Next, thereare reinforcing loops [R3], [R5],and [R6]generatedby the increaseofbranded
contentproductionbecauseoftheMCN’ssupport.TheMCNbusinesshelpscreatorsinaflexible
andeffectivewaytocreatebrandedcontentthatisconsideredtobeamajorrevenuemodel.[R3]
MCNfacilitatesthecreationofbrandedcontentforbothcreatorsandbrandsbytakingoverthetasks
thataredifficultforcreatorstohandlealone(e.g.,contracting,pricesetting,andcommunication
forbusinesscollaboration).Asaresult,therevenueofboththecreatorsandofMCNbusinessesis
increased,therebyactivatingtheMCNindustry.[R5]explainsthestrengtheningeffectofavirtuous
cyclethatwillleadtomoreproductionofbrandedcontentbecauseoftheincreasedpopularityof
creatorsasaresultofanMCNbusiness’ssupportandinvestment.[R6]isanothervirtuouscircle
thatleadstothepopularityofthecreatorandthecreationofotherbrandedcontentbyincreasingthe
totalnumberofviews.

Table 2. Open coding results
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Affiliate contract or copyright management is a difficult task for me to do by myself. I do not spend 
time managing it, so I can focus only on my content creation. I think business- to-business relationships 
enable big deals. I’m going to participate in the movie introduction of TV shows. If I handled this 
deal by myself, it would be very hard to do (Creator I).

[R10]SomeMCNbusinessescontinuetopursueactivationbycreatingIPcontent.The“Dotty&
Sleepground”goodsoftheSandboxNetworkthatareverypopularamongelementaryschoolstudents
areagoodexample.Acomicbookwiththeircharacterbecameabestseller,andtheCATVanimation
producedwiththeircharacterhasachievedanaudienceratingof2.5%,andothercharacterproducts
arelovedbytheirfans(ChosunIlbo,2016).

[R9]OutsideinvestmentisalsoanactivatoroftheMCNindustry.Thepopularityofcreators
increasesaccordingtothenumberofviewersandattractsinvestmentfromexternalcapital.These
phenomenathatimplythegrowthpotentialofMCNbusinessesarenowabignurtureroftheMCN
industry. Although the MCN industry has yet to become well-established, various attempts and
businessesweremadepossiblebecauseoftheinvestmentfromexternalcapital.

Insomecases,thedepartureofafamouscreatormayhurtanMCNcompany.[B2]Afamous
creator’sdeparturefromaMCNcompanyledtoa14%dropinthecompany’sstock(NewsTomato,
2016),suggestingthattheinfluenceoffamouscreatorshasincreasedandthatthetransferoffamous
creatorshashadabigimpactontheindustryasawhole.

One video content platform suffered fluctuation resulting from a star creator’s leaving. Some creators 
who have become uniquely independent establish their own private companies. PewDiePie’s private 
company, PewDie Productions, had revenue of $9.3 million in 2015. MCN companies lack a reason 
to keep big star creators from leaving them (MCN participant B).

Brand and Creator’s Perspective
AsshowninFigure3,themostimportantconcernofabrandis“achievingbrand’smarketinggoals.”
Ontheotherhand,Figure4showsthatthebiggestconcernofacreatoris“totalnumberofviews.”
Thisdifferenceinprioritiescausesproblems.

[B1]LoopisanobstacletotheMCNindustrybecauseofsuchdifferencesinperspective.Each
stakeholdernamedatotallydifferentfactor.Brandparticipantscalledit“creatorcontrols”andcreators
namedthisfactor“coordinatingwithbrands.”Inthecaseofabrand,achievingitsmarketinggoal
isthepriority,soitsattitudeistorequireacreatortodeliverthedesiredmarketingmessagetothe
targetasefficientlyaspossible.[R8]Ascreatorcontrolbecomeseffective,easeofconsultationwith
thebrandincreases;consequently,thebrandpartnershipwillincreaseandmorebrandedcontentwill
beproducedinthefuture.

Creator control is the biggest issue. These days many well-known creators claim their model fee at 
a celebrity level, and they even do not cooperate better than a celebrity. In some cases, the creator’s 
channel is blocked because of the platform regulation ... Brand managers should endure the risk of 
being blocked. (Advertising agency T)

[B1]Ontheotherhand,creatorsoftenworrythatsuchcreatorcontrolswilllessentheirautonomy.
Theyareworriedthatexistingsubscribersmayleavewhentheyinsertcontrivedmarketingmessages
intotheircontentthatarenotrelevanttoexistingcontent.
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After producing branded content, I got a lot of swearing. There were also departing subscribers who 
said that the nature of the content had deteriorated. I did not want to make that branded content, but 
I could not stop in the midst of the terms of the contract, so I adjusted the message level again and 
again, but some viewers hated it. (Creator I)

Anotherissuefromthebrand’spointofviewisthatitisdifficulttoevaluatetheeffectiveness
ofcreatorsonmarketing.Acrosstheindustry,evaluatingtheimpactofagivencreatorisbasedon
thenumberofherorhissubscribers.[R7]Itishardtosaythatthenumberofsubscribersreflectsa
creator’stargetinfluenceoracreator’smarketinginfluence.However,manyofthebrandmanagers
andadvertisingagencystaffinterviewedwerequestionedabouttheseinfluences.

MCN creator content is new and fresh, so there’s a lot of approaches, but only a few get produced. 
Many advertisers cannot believe the effect. They say it’s not yet verified. (Advertising agency R)

Figure 2. CLD of MCN’s perspective
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Creators have a lot of subscribers, many views... But we can’t convince advertisers of how much 
of it is delivered as we intended and connected to actual attitude formation or action. Some MCN 
businesses provide performance reports, but I think it is not enough.” (Advertising agency S)

Intervieweeswithsuccessfulbrandedcontentcasescommentedonpositiveexperiences,and
mostofthemhadconsiderableunderstandingofcreatorcontent,sotheyleftthemunattendedand
madebrandedcontentwithoutcontrolsoncreators.

Customers trust YouTube creators more than what the brand says directly. So, it’s effective to make 
YouTube creators talk about the brand and product. (Brand manager P)
The creator was a very good fit with our marketing message and product attributes. We fixed very 
basic story lines and left the rest to the creators. The result was very satisfying. The number of visitors 
to the landing page was much higher than usual. (Brand participant N)

Figure 3. CLD of brand’s perspective
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Platform and User’s Perspective
Themostinterestingfactorintermsofplatformisthe“users’entryintotheplatform.”Raisingthe
monthlyactiveuser(MAU)isthemostimportantfactorforplatformoperatorsbecausethisstatistic
isdirectlylinkedtotheplatform’srevenue.

AsshowninFigure5,the[R11],[R12]and[R13]loopsshowawin-winrelationshipbetween
aplatformandanMCNcompany.Loop[R11]increasesthetotalnumberofviewsbyenhancingthe
varietyofgoodqualitycontent,whichwassupportedbytheMCNbusiness.[R12]Fromauser’s
pointofview,ifavarietyofhigh-qualitycontentisproduced,itleadstomoreviewingandmore
userentryintotheplatform.[R13]Thisphenomenonalsocausesacontentlong-tailphenomenon
bychangingtheviewingpatternofusers.Contentcreatedbyvariouscreatorsondiversesubjects,
ratherthancontentbyafewmajorbroadcasters,willbecomepopular.

Apart from these positive loops, the most talked-about part of user interviews concerned
suggestiveandsensationalcontent.[B3]Astheincomeofpersonalmediacreatorsgrewandattracted
attention,suggestiveandsensationalcontentbecamepopular.Thatkindofcontentleadsnegative
perceptionaboutcreatorcontent.ItisobstacletotheMCNindustry.

My kid is 7 years old, and she loves YouTube kids content and views it almost an hour a day. I think 
they should have some censorship on kid content. (MCN D)
Sometimes suggestive and sensational content becomes an issue. This issue leads prejudice about 
creators. I am upset when there is such prejudice. (Creator L)

Figure 4. CLD of creator’s perspective
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Issue Analysis and Propositions
The finalCLDand the issuesderived from it are shown inFigure6.We found four issues: (1)
creatorsandbrandmanagers’perceptiongapabouttheroleofcreators,(2)coordinationbetween
creatorsandthebrandbecauseofperceptionmismatches,(3)doubtaboutcreators’marketingand
targetinfluence,and(4)suggestiveandsensationalcontent.Basedontheseissues,weproposethe
correspondingpropositions(seeTable3).

First,thereisadiscrepancyinhowcreatorsarerecognized(1).Recognitionmismatchesbetween
creatorsandmarketerscanleadtoproblemsinbrandedcontentproduction,whichisMCN’slargest
revenuemodel.Brandmanagerstrytocontrolthecreatorstoeffectivelydeliverthemarketingmessage,
andthecreatortriestoaccommodatetheneedsofmarketerswhilemaintainingthecharacteroftheir
channel.Inordertosolvesuchproblems,itisnecessarytoconstantlymakeanissueoftheconcept
andcharacterofthecreatorandeducatethebrandmarketersandadvertisers.

Figure 5. CLD of platform and user’s perspective
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Creators have three characteristics. First, creators are influencers and have the same characteristics 
as celebrities. Second, at the same time, they are producers of content. And lastly, they are media 
channel by themselves. Marketers need to understand all three characteristics and collaborate with 
them. Marketers still misunderstand creators’ roles. (MCN participant C)
If you leave creation to the creator completely, the result will be better. We value the creators the 
most. We don’t make branded content which will harm the creator’s identity. (MCN participant A)

Second,thereistheproblemofcoordinatingbetweenthecreatorandthebrand(2).Although
theMCNcompanyiscoordinatingthetwoasanintermediary,thereseemstoberoomforfurther
improvement.ThesolutiontothisproblemistoincreasetheprofessionalcompetenceoftheAEs
oftheMCNcompanieswhoalsoactasanadvertisingagency’sAE.Theadvertisingagency’sAEs
performanintermediaryrolebetweentheadvertiserandtheproducer.BecauseanMCNcompany
isfocusedonproducingbrandedcontent,itisessentialtoincreasetheprofessionalismoftheAEs.

Figure 6. Derived final CLD and issues
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Some MCN often just like selling a media program. Popular creators are suggested in every proposal. 
The one creator cannot fit all brands. When the MCN makes an offer, they should describe the 
characteristics and strengths of the creator and explain the reasons why this creator is going to 
be suitable for this brand. But I feel like a salesperson who is just selling rather than planning.” 
(Advertising agency R)

Third,thereisaquestionaboutcreators’marketingandtargetinfluence(3).Asmentionedearlier,
manymarketerswereskepticaloftherelationshipbetweenthetotalnumberofcreators’viewsand
themarketinginfluenceoftheseviews.

There is a question about the marketing effectiveness of creator content. The marketing effectiveness 
of those specific viewers has not yet been proven. (Brand O)
A famous creator’s collaboration fee is very expensive. The model fee is almost that of famous 
comedian’s. Even if creators are less popular with the masses, they tend to have a higher specific target 
preference, so brands with higher target fits tend to produce branded content. With them the campaign 
I did was able to track the conversion rate, and the rate was really nice. (Advertising agency T)

Theseproblemscanbesolvedthroughthedevelopmentofimpactindicators.Eachtimeanew
mediaemerges,researchershavedevelopedanevaluationindexbycomparingtheeffectwiththat
ofexistingmedia.Ifacredibleevaluationindexisdeveloped,itwillbepossibletoincreasetrustin
thecontentofMCNcompanies.

Finally,thereisaproblemwithsuggestiveandsensationalcontent(4).Unlikethetraditional
broadcasting, irritating and sensational content is broadcastedwithout censorship.This problem
shouldbesolvedbytherelatedregulationsoftheplatform,governmentagencies,creators,andusers’
self-restraint.

dISCUSSIoN ANd IMPLICATIoNS

discussion
WehavedevelopedapropositionforeachoftheproblemsderivedfromtheCLDandconducteda
FGDtoevaluatetheimportanceofthesepropositions.TheFGDwasconductedoneyearafterthe
interviews.AvalidationFGDwasconductedwithoneMCNparticipantandtwoadvertisingagency
employeeswhohaveconductedexpertinterviews.Allmembersagreewiththeissuesandpropositions
thathavebeenderivedfromthisstudyoftheirperspectives.

Table 3. MCN industry activation propositions
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TheMCNindustryactivationpropositionsaresummarizedinTable4.Tosolvethefirstissue(1),
MCNsshouldeducatebrandmarketersaboutthetruerolesofcreators.Ifmarketersareawareofthe
creators’complexroles(celebrity,producer,andmediaatthesametime)collaborationbetweenthem
couldbeeasier.Basedonanunderstandingofthecharacteristicsofthecreators’content,itbecomes
possibletoproduceseamlessbrandedcontent.Tocreatesuccessfulbrandedcontent,marketersshould
ensurethatthecreators’autonomy.

Thesecondissue—coordinationbetweencreatorandbrand(2)—couldbesolvedbyincreasing
MCN AEs’ expertise. Affiliations with brands and creators is one major role of MCN. But the
recognitionmismatchcausesaproblemwhenmakingbrandedcontent.EducatingMCNAEshowto
collaboratewithbrandmarketerswouldbehelpful.Recruitingexpertsfromadvertisingcompanies
orbrandmarketerscouldbeanotheroption.“Theyhavetoofferabrandedcontentplanbasedonan
understandingofthepersonalityandcharacteristicsofthecreatorsandcoordinatetheproduction
process,buttheydidnot”(AdvertisingagencyS).MCNcompaniesshouldensuretheirAEshave
theexpertisetosuperviseproductionofbrandedcontentefficientlyandstrategically.

Doubt about a creator’s marketing and target influence, the third issue, could be solved by
developinganevaluationindextomeasurethecreator’simpact.Fanswanttosupportandfollowtheir
favoritecreators.Theyviewtheirfavoritecreatorsasextensionsofthemselves(Belk&Coon,1993).
Becauseofthisinfluence,creatorsareconsideredforthecreationofbrandedcontentbutviewedwarily
intheabsenceofperformancemeasures.Asaremedy,thisstudyproposesthatMCNandgovernment
agenciesdevelopanevaluationindex.Suchanindexwouldbolstermarketer’sconfidenceintheir
decisionstomakebrandedcontent.“Afterayear,theproblemsremaininthesamestatus.Thereare
notenoughcriteriatoobjectivelyevaluatethemarketingeffect”(BrandmarketerP).

Finally,eithergovernmentorplatformsthemselvescouldresolvethefourthissueofsuggestive
andsensationalcontent(Kim,2016).Ininterviews,parents,especially,wereconcernedaboutthe
suggestiveandsensationalnatureofcreators’content.LeeandYu(2017)foundintheiranalysis
ofMCNcontentthateachMCNclipcontainedonaverage38.3instancesofharmfulcontent.This
isahugenumbercomparedwithtraditionalbroadcasting.Onlinecontentisespeciallyvulnerable
tocontainingharmfulcontentbecauseofalackofregulationoragelimitsforviewers.Regulators
shouldpursuethevoluntarycollaborationofusers,MCN,andcreatorsinseekingtocontrolcreation
ofstimulatingandsensiblecontent.

Limitations and Future Research directions
Thisstudyhasseverallimitations.First,theKoreandomesticMCNindustryisstillinaformative
stage and there are limitations on the collection and verification of activation factors. As for a
quantitativeanalysisofthisdomesticKoreanMCNindustry,whenitsfateissettledmoreempirical
verificationwillberequired,startingwiththedevelopmentofquantitativeanalyticaltoolsforits
content.Second,becausethisisaninterview-basedexploratorystudy,itmayreflecttheinterviewers’
biases,despitetheirintentionandbesteffortstoremainobjective.Third,afterthedevelopmentof

Table 4. MCN industry activation propositions
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theCLD,theprocessofcomplementingitthroughanexpertgroupFGDmayhavebeenincomplete
through inadvertent failure to reflect theopinionsof specificgroupsof experts.Future research
shouldpursuethedevelopmentofempiricalindicatorsforcomparisonswithexistingmediathrough
quantitativeanalysisofMCNbusiness’scontent.Ifanempiricalindicatorofthemarketinginfluence
ofcreatorscanbedeveloped,itwillbepresentedtothemarketersofbrandsasthemaincriteriafor
decisionmaking.

Implications for Research and Practice
This studyhas several implications for research.First,we analyzed the causal relationships and
influencesofvariousfactorstogainanunderstandingofthestructureoftheMCNindustry.Mostof
thepreviousstudiesofthecurrentstatusofthisindustryreliedonaliteraturereview(Gardner,2015;
Kang,2015;Cunningham&Silver,2016;Gardner&Lehnert,2016;Kim,2016;Yim,2016;Song,
2016).Incontrast,weconductedin-depthinterviewswith26qualifiedprofessionalsand14users
tofigureoutthecausalrelationshipswithintheindustry,whichisnotyetwell-known.TheCLDs
summarizedinthisstudywillprovideabasisforunderstandingthestructureoftheMCNindustry
forfutureresearch.

Second, we derived issues from the viewpoint of various stakeholders as a way to gain a
comprehensiveunderstandingoftheMCNindustry.Despitethediversityoftheindustrystakeholder
relationships(e.g.,MCNparticipants,creators,brandmanagers,advertisingagencyAEs,platform
participants,andusers),mostpreviousstudiesfocusedonthecreators,MCNparticipants,andusers
(Gardner&Lehnert,2016;Lee&Song,2016).

Third,thepropositionsproposedinthisstudywerevalidatedbyconductinganexpertFGDtwice
atdifferenttimetablestovalidatethepropositions’criticalityandtoexcluderesearchers’subjectivity
andtemporalissues.Althoughqualitativeresearchbasedonin-depthinterviewsisaresearchtechnique
pronetoinvolvethesubjectivityoftheresearchers,wehaveproposedamethodologytoverifythe
propositionsbyconductingtwo-stageinterviewswithexpertsatdifferenttimes.Thefourpropositions
arenotsubjectiveinterpretationsoftheresearchersortemporaryopinions.Evenafterayear,the
issuesareproventoremainurgentandimportantfortheindustry.Theadequacyofpropositionshas
beenverified.Performingadditionaltwo-stageinterviewswithexpertsovertimecansupplement
theirvalidity.

Fourth,thisstudycontributestowideningthediversityoftheresearchbystudyingtheemerging
industrythrougharesearchmethodologyofsystemthinking.Throughthisapproachwewereableto
graspbothpositiveandnegativecausalrelationshipsbetweeneachfactorandderiveissuesfromboth
setsofrelationships.Thismethodologyalsoprovedtobeameaningfulwaytosuggestpropositions
foreachoftheseproblemsandtosuggestwaystoactivatetheMCNindustrybasedonathorough
understandingoftheindustrystructure.

This study has several implications for practice as well. First, the major issues and related
propositionswillhelpeachstakeholdertogaininsightsabouttheindustry.Theissuesandpropositions
discussedinthisstudyarebasedonthevividtestimonialsfrommembersofthevariouscategories
ofstakeholdersthatconstitutetheMCNindustryecosystem.Bydrawingouttheopinionsofmajor
stakeholdersontheindustry’scomprehensiveissuesandarrivingatalternatives,thisstudypresents
abigpictureofhowtheMCNindustryoperatesandhowitcanbeactivated.

Second,forMCNparticipantsthemosturgentissueistheimprovementoftheexpertiseofAEs.
Educationofbrandmarketersontheroleofcreatorsisalsonecessarytosmooththeroutetoeasier
andmoreefficientproductionofbrandedcontent.Also,MCNcompanies shouldbeattentive to
developingandimplementingwaystoevaluatethemarketinginfluenceandtargetinfluenceofcreators.

Third,creatorsneedtothinkabouthowtoeffectivelyconveybrandmessageswhileretaining
theirowncontentpersonalityandfreshness.Thisaccumulatedknow-howwillbringgreatbenefits
tofuturebrandedcontentproduction.Creatorneedtoavoidproducingstimulatingandsensational
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content.Inthelongrun,creatorswhocreategoodcontentwillattractsbroaderaudiencesandpromotes
collaborationwithabrand.

Fourth,brandmarketersandadvertisingcompanyrepresentativesshouldre-recognizetherole
ofcreatorsandbecomecomfortablewithit.Understandingtheroleandnatureofcreatorsmakesit
possibletocreateeffectivebrandedcontent.Creatorsshouldbegivenonlybasicguidelinesandleft
toworkautonomously.

Lastly,platformmanagersareadvisedtomakeappropriateregulationsandcensorship.Many
intervieweesworriedaboutsensationalandstimuluscontentbecausekidscanwatchitwithoutany
limitation.Someformsofcensorshipandregulationareneed.
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